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Abstract 
There are not many military tertiary institutions in the world. The famous military tertiary education providers include the ones 
located in the United States such as the United States Military Academy (West Point) and the United States Naval Academy; the 
Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, United Kingdom; the Special Military School of St Cyr, France; and PLA National Defence 
University, China. In fact, each country owns at least one higher education provider for its future defenders. In Malaysia, the 
National Defence University of Malaysia (NDUM) is the sole provider of education at tertiary level for future military personnel. 
In comparison to other higher learning institutions, not many writings are done on military education and pedagogy. As such the 
learning environment and experience becomes such an interesting idea to be studied. This paper aims at discussing the concept of 
military pedagogy, which is argued to be the basis of teaching and learning at these military tertiary institutions. As a concept 
paper, the arguments revolve around the importance of military pedagogy, its similarities and differences with the normal 
pedagogy as a whole and the implementations of military pedagogy at the NDUM. The paper concludes the discussion with what 
may constitute military pedagogy at the NDUM that can help to enrich students’ learning experiences. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center. 
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1. Introduction 
The demand for higher education today has created many establishments that are classified into various 
categories such as government funded establishments or also referred to as public institutions, and the counterpart is 
named private institutions. Most of these institutions cater to the need of the general public, and the requirements for 
entrance are generally based on academic merits. Notwithstanding this, the unknown challenges and threats of the 
21st century defence and security have heightened the need to have an institution that provides higher education for 
the future defenders of the country. 
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In fact, the existence of military biased higher learning institutions can be traced back to the 19th century. For the 
United States Military Academy (West Point), the year 1802 marked its first move to produce military officers that 
also served as great engineers at the time. The same story applies to the Special Military School of St Cyr, France, 
which started its establishment in the same year as West Point, 1802. What both institutions have proven so far are 
the excellent academic and military achievements of their graduates. One may ask what could be the ‘secret’ of 
these institutions. On top of the assumed regimental traditions, there must be one or two factors that guarantee 
excellence of the graduates. 
This paper attempts to discuss the concept of military pedagogy, which is argued to be the basis of teaching and 
learning at military institutions. As a concept paper, the arguments revolve around the importance of military 
pedagogy, its similarities and differences with the normal pedagogy as a whole and the implementations of military 
pedagogy at the NDUM. The main question addressed in this paper is whether military pedagogy is just a myth or is 
it really an important facet of these military tertiary learning environments.  
To facilitate discussion, this paper is divided into four main sections including this introduction. The second 
section analyses the concept of military pedagogy in detail by looking at the literature of it. The third section looks 
at how the NDUM implements military pedagogy in its education system. The last section concludes this paper by 
highlighting recommendations for future research on military pedagogy. 
2. Military Pedagogy: A New Concept? 
The understanding of military pedagogy defers from one country to the other. This is because the education and 
national philosophies are different, and thus give rise to different emphasis of what military pedagogy is. As acutely 
summarised by van Ree (2002), pedagogy strongly reflects national and cultural practices that determine the 
thoughts and values. This section begins with a brief historical analysis of military pedagogy, followed by an 
analysis of the term military pedagogy in various nations. 
It is not conclusive as to when military pedagogy was introduced or who coined the term. Extensive literature 
search on military pedagogy points to European countries as the pioneers. According to van Ree (2002), most 
European countries have used the term pedagogy for many centuries, unlike in the Anglo Saxon countries, where the 
term is almost non-existence. It cannot be determined why the concept pedagogy is not known to the Anglo Saxon 
nations. Perhaps, other terms are used to refer to the word pedagogy. Looking at the success of the U.S. Army in 
major wars, it is argued that the pedagogy used becomes the factor for educating and training the soldiers 
(Schifferle, 2010). Further analysis reveals that the method used was adopted from the Prussian Army; alas the 
origin of the method was from a European nation. Further, Hartmann (2000) suggested that the first discussion on 
military pedagogy happened in the 18th and 19th centuries. Discovered in Humboldt’s neo-humanists writings, 
Hartmann (2002) further stressed that Humboldt emphasised in his writing on defending the nation through three 
main components; the formation of soldiers’ personality, the efficiency of pedagogy within the military 
organisations and the political and social development of civil society. Thus, today the term military pedagogy is 
argued to only receive attention after 1994 because of the growing importance of military training and education. 
Florian (2002) further argued that military pedagogy will exist as long as there are military institutions in the world, 
and the personnel are expected to accomplish their tasks efficiently.  
It is critical to understand what military pedagogy is before this paper further discusses this concept. According 
to Toiskallio (2003), military pedagogy comes under “military sciences that look into the philosophies, conceptions, 
visions, doctrines, aims, approaches, and technologies of military education and training.” Scholars argued that the 
role of military pedagogy will increase due to the demands of higher education opportunities for military personnel. 
The involvement of these personnel in military and humanitarian operations calls for a systematic education and 
training. In the Danish approach to military pedagogy, the definition adopted is that military pedagogy is a tool to 
solve problems related to learning for military education and training Schunk and Nielsson (2007). Schunk and 
Nielsson (2007)argued that although the term pedagogy is in principle no different from the normal pedagogy, there 
are unique characteristics that differentiate military pedagogy from the others as summarised in the next paragraph. 
According to Schunk and Nielsson (2007) pedagogy includes (a) the willingness of military personnel to 
cooperate during their military training and education; this means that during the process of knowledge acquisition, 
their ability to adapt in order to sharpen their proficiency is highly required; (b) the personnel are trained to survive 
and work under extreme conditions; (c) the personnel must be able to carry out their duties accordingly and 
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efficiently; (d) the personnel are considered adults undertaking tasks as armed forces; (e) the instructors are not only 
class instructors; they are also administrators or tactical commanders; this suggests that the instructors are also 
military personnel; (f) the people involved in the training vary and have different backgrounds in order to allow 
multiple and various experiences to be shared with the students; and (g) the principles used for teaching are valid at 
all levels and situations; thus these principles must have common substances. 
Perhaps, the easiest definition of military pedagogy is by Falk (2008). He put forward that the term military 
pedagogy has two components. Firstly, military pedagogy means that teaching and learning happen in a military 
setting. Secondly, military pedagogy is applied to situations where the teaching and learning is for military purposes. 
These components then suggest that military pedagogy can only be applied in a military learning environment. If 
this is military pedagogy, readers can quickly identify which institutions are adopting military pedagogy. 
Nonetheless, the author argues that military pedagogy is not just about these two components. This will be further 
explained in the later part of the third section. Moreover, scholars such as Paile (2013), Kirkels, Klinkert and 
Moelker (2003) and Caforio (2000) argued that to further understand military pedagogy is to firstly understand the 
military education systems. These scholars emphasised on two schools of thoughts for understanding how military 
pedagogy functions. These will be further explored in the next two paragraphs. 
In Caforio (2000) proposed two models for understanding how military pedagogy can be implemented 
effectively. He named his two models the divergent and convergent classification of military education. These two 
do not contradict one another; they complement the existence of military education. The divergent model focuses on 
giving the military personnel what are required of them to succeed in every mission; this suggests that the model 
emphasises on the military skills of these officers. On the other hand, the convergent model allows these personnel 
to be trained ‘academically,’ following a certain curriculum to enable them to function better as officers and blend 
well in societies. As such, officers can get their education from civilian education system. 
This study is further supported by another study in 2003, which outlines two models on military education and 
pedagogy. These models are based on the nature of the officers as well as their specific roles. One is called the 
Sparta model, which stresses on the roles of the military personnel as the defenders of a nation, and the other, the 
Athens model, which focusses on the officers as intellectual ‘elites’ who must be able to use their skills to make 
accurate decisions efficiently. Any military schools following these two models may blend the pedagogy to achieve 
more solid armed forces; these schools can give more focus on either one of these models; or these schools can just 
opt for one model. Whichever is chosen for the model at military tertiary institutions, Paile (2013) stressed that the 
higher education business for these military personnel is becoming “an intellectual process” on its own.  
The author opines that military pedagogy as discussed in this section can partly be used in the Malaysian context. 
As literature on military pedagogy and its application in the Asian continents are lacking (almost none!), the author 
is adamant that it is high time that more focus should be given by local researchers on the importance of military 
pedagogy for educating future intellectual leaders of characters at the NDUM and the neighbouring countries. The 
next section further elaborates on this issue. 
3. The National Defence University of Malaysia: The Practices 
The NDUM was gazetted to be a public university in 2006. Prior to that, it was known as the Military Academy 
of Malaysia (MAM), where the academic division was provided by Universiti Teknologi Malaysia and the military 
sector served by the Ministry of Defence, Malaysia. The reason for the upgrade is inevitable. The growing needs of 
the future military leaders, coupled with the security threats of the 21st century have driven the government to think 
of a better approach to educate the officers for the Malaysian Armed Forces (MAF).  
It has to be emphasised that not many educators in this region are interested to further explore military pedagogy 
simply because of two reasons. Firstly, it is argued by van Ree (2002) in the previous section that the Anglo Saxon 
nations were not familiar with the term and concept. The nations in developing and developed countries always try 
to benchmark those from the Anglo Saxon countries. Consequently, the unfamiliarity continues to this part of the 
world. Secondly, scholars who study and conduct research in the area of military pedagogy also have mixed 
opinions on whether military pedagogy is a unique branch of pedagogy on its own, or is it just a minute aspect of 
pedagogical discussions (see Szabo, 2003). Because of this uncertainty, interest to explore military pedagogy is 
hindered. The author, who happens to work at the NDUM, finds military pedagogy an intricate area of research, and 
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yet military pedagogy can become the answer to many unaddressed questions at the NDUM on moulding 
intellectual leaders of characters.  
Military pedagogy can help in the process of transforming young boys to become officers and gentlemen. This is 
true especially in cases where training and education becomes so critical in facing the unknown challenges of the 
21st century Hartmann (2002). This section focuses on how the NDUM uses the so called military pedagogy, based 
on Malaysians’ understanding of it and its socio-cultural background, to mould the future intellectual leaders of 
characters, as highlighted in the vision of the NDUM. As illustrated by Paile (2013), the military education in most 
European countries follows these main structures. 
x Military training period 
x Academic period 
x Graduation examination 
x Thesis Writing/Drafting (where applicable) 
For the NDUM, all four components are present in its education system. Unlike some military higher education 
providers such as the Royal Military College, Sandhurst and the Royal Military College, Duntroon, the NDUM has a 
similar format of education and military training to West Point and the Australian Defence Force Academy, 
Canberra. Cadets at the NDUM undergo their academic and military training concurrently. Nonetheless, the earlier 
and last months of the cadetship are designed for military training. The reasons for this are twofold. First, the earlier 
weeks are reserved to transform young boys/girls to become adaptive to the military learning environment. 
Intervention is done in order to mould these young recruits to follow orders, to change their mind-sets and to prepare 
them to work and learn in a different environment. Second, the last few months are aimed at giving the future 
officers the skills needed to survive as second lieutenants and equivalent (the NDUM houses cadets for the 
Malaysian Army, Royal Malaysian Navy and Royal Malaysian Air Force). The education structure at the NDUM 
can be illustrated further in Table 1. 
           
           Table 1. The Education Structure at the NDUM 
Years/ 
Components 
 Foundation Year 1 Year 2 Years 3/4 
Academic  34 weeks 108 weeks/144 weeks 
Examination is conducted at the end of each semester and grades are 
accumulated for graduation 
Thesis writing is done during the last two semesters 
Military  Military Orientation 
(Tunas Wira) – Six 
weeks 
Every Saturday 
Every Saturday – General Military Training 
Semester breaks – Single Service Training 
Final Military Training – Six to Eight months before Commissioning 
Leadership 
Development 
Throughout the academic and military sessions; incorporated in the academic curriculum and applied 
extensively during military training; rank structures that allow rank holders to practise leadership 
skills 
 
The NDUM is serious about producing intellectual leaders of characters, a concept that is made popular by the 
current Vice Chancellor of the university. He argued that the graduates of the Defence University should possess six 
attributes namely to become graduate officers; commissioned officers; sportsmen/women; masters of an unarmed 
combat; Imams/Khatibs; and officers and gentlemen/ladies (Zulkifli and Sembok, 2010). These attributes are further 
discussed in the next four paragraphs. 
Graduate Officers is the most important attribute since it is one of the two main reasons why students attend 
tertiary education at the NDUM. In order to increase military professionalism, academic qualification is a must. 
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Sarkesian (1981) argued that consistent academic achievement leads to educated officers who are the foundation of 
military professionalism. By academic achievement, this author further argues that students must be comfortable in 
their quest for knowledge at the university. Following the ability of students to graduate, they are also guaranteed a 
commission in the MAF. The training for becoming military officers at the NDUM is divided into three phases (see 
Table  1). At the NDUM, cadets are arranged based on battalions and each battalion has its own chain of commands. 
This suggests that senior cadets are trained to lead the young ones because there are rank structures that allow 
command and control of the cadet population. 
Further, the military values active and robust personnel. This is where each cadet at the NDUM must become a 
sportsman/woman. The graduating students of the NDUM must master one type of sports. The university 
accommodates this by scheduling from 5.00 to 6.30 p.m. as physical activity slots from Mondays to Thursdays. 
Students are allowed to choose whether they want to join a group or individual sports. They are not only mastering 
the sports physically, but more importantly they are trained to understand the history, rules and strategies behind the 
chosen sports. The measure of this mastery is the certificates given to students that authorise them to be sports 
coaches or umpires. The NDUM also considers mastery in an unarmed combat an attribute critical for its graduates. 
In military institutions, unarmed combats mean that personnel must be able to demonstrate the ability to defend 
themselves without the assistance of any weapons. Therefore, graduates of the NDUM are also required to obtain 
black belts for Taekwondo. Every Friday from 3.00 to 6.30 p.m., they will be trained by qualified taekwondo 
coaches. Since students enter the NDUM at different levels of this martial art, they will be divided into groups based 
on the results of their placement test.  
The fifth attribute requires the Muslim male students of the NDUM to have a qualification as Imams and 
Khatibs. It is a huge responsibility for the university to train about 70 percent of the students’ population in this 
aspect of leading prayers and reading sermons. Thus, the Military Training Academy of the NDUM has arranged for 
all final year students to be given the roles and task as Imams for all prayers, as well as Khatibs for Friday prayers. 
The rationale behind this arrangement is simple, but yet very crucial. Should the future second lieutenants be given 
the responsibilities to lead a troop, they must be able to lead the ‘spiritual’ aspect for the members of the troop as 
well. Thus, they must be effective leaders of the prayers, as much as effective leaders in the battlefields. For the 
Muslim female students, they are required to understand all aspects of becoming good Muslim leaders too. The 
Non-Muslim students are not neglected; they are expected to attend churches or temples. As future leaders of the 
MAF, all cadets are encouraged to believe in God and practise good moral values.  
The last attribute is the most difficult and complex attribute to be achieved by the graduates of the NDUM: to 
become officers and gentlemen/ladies. The training for this begins as early as their first moment of enrolling at the 
university. Students are exposed to the ethics of dining, socialising and the like. One may wonder why this is a 
difficult attribute to acquire. Trained as defenders for a country, the values that these students carry may conflict 
with becoming gentlemen or ladies. These students must ensure that they are able to articulate what is required of 
them. The most important thing is they must have positive ego; this is something that could be mistaken for 
arrogance. The NDUM wants to ensure that graduates are capable of making wise decisions on their own. The gaps 
that the management is trying to fill are whether students are able to assimilate the motto of the university, which is 
‘Duty, Honour, Integrity’ anytime, anyplace. This suggests that given some freedom allocated to the students in their 
daily timetable, are they going to spend the time wisely and responsibly? This is something that could not be 
discerned in this paper. 
The question now is how does the Defence University apply the concept of military pedagogy in order to 
produce graduates of these attributes discussed above? The author can partly argue that military pedagogy is already 
in place at the NDUM. If Falk’s definition of military pedagogy is used, the NDUM has fulfilled this. First, the 
students are put in a military setting; the location of the university is inside Sungai Besi Camp, Kuala Lumpur. 
Second, the students are taught with military purposes; they will graduate and be commissioned into the MAF. 
Nevertheless, military pedagogy is bigger a concept than that. It encompasses the curriculum, approaches to 
teaching and learning and assessments, and how these contribute to the graduates’ ability to function in the real 
world. This will be explored next.  
The NDUM’s staff population can be divided into two, civilians and military personnel. Thus, the academics too 
follow this division. About 60 percent of the academics are civilians such as the author. Lacking in military 
exposure, some of the academics may not be able to understand why the cadets sometimes behave in certain 
manners. The class starts with the reporting of the class leader to the academics; how many students are present and 
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absent, and asking for permission to carry on. At the end of the class, the class leader requests permission to be 
dismissed and to continue for their next class. What happens between the reporting and closing of the class is under 
the purview of individual academics. Teaching approaches vary between one to the other, but the purpose remains 
the same; to ensure that students are able to understand and ultimately apply what has been shared in the class. 
Regardless of the status of the academics, that is whether they are civilian or military staff, what concerns the most 
is for the students to be able to relate old knowledge to the new ones, and to make sense of the knowledge. 
Therefore, in this case, it is not about teaching the military way or teaching military cadets that constitutes military 
pedagogy; it is the purpose of teaching and learning that makes up the concept of military pedagogy.  
The author opines that West Point’s Thayer System can be considered an example of military pedagogy on its 
own. It is perplexing that an earlier argument stated that the Anglo Saxon nations do not practise pedagogy. But, 
looking at the founder of Thayer System, Major Thayer who was the superintendent of West Point can shed some 
lights into this issue. He served from 1817 to 1833. He developed the academy into one of the leading educational 
institutions in the United States (1999). Thayer spent two years in France studying the military educational system 
of that nation, where he was greatly impressed by the L’Ecole Polytechnique, the engineering school in Paris. 
Thayer used the L’Ecole Polytechnique as a model for structuring the educational system at West Point during his 
extended 16-year tenure as the superintendent. The Thayer System is still believed to be the approach that can best 
“secure the future” Crackel, (2002). Thus, the Thayer System can be argued to be originated from France, a 
European country, and as such pedagogy does exist in this Anglo Saxon nation. 
At the NDUM, although it does not have a systematic education system similar to West Point, it does practise 
some of the features of the Thayer System. For example, the number of students per classes can be as little as 15 to 
25 students for English courses and tutorial groups. Previously, the number was bigger. Further, the teaching 
approaches in the classes too have improved. The classes are more structured, for instance, the class starts with some 
reviews of the previous lessons, followed by an introduction of new lessons and closed with a summary of what is 
learnt on that day. The author argues that improvements to the education system at the NDUM are expected, given 
the role that it plays to educate future intellectual leaders of characters, and that one day, military pedagogy at the 
NDUM will be spelt out clearly and documented properly for others to understand and adopt, if necessary. 
Given all these arguments and analysis, what is military pedagogy, the Malaysian way? The author outlines three 
features or characteristics of this concept as practised (or should be practised) at the NDUM. 
x Military pedagogy is the concept used to educate future intellectual leaders of characters for academic and 
military purposes. The concept of convergent, as suggested by Caforio (2000) and Kirkels, Klinkert and 
Moelker’s (2003) models on Spartans and Athens are applied at the NDUM. Whilst the NDUM is under two 
different ministries, the Ministry of Education, Malaysia and the Ministry of Defence, Malaysia, educating future 
officers at a public university follows the idea of Caforio (2000). Furthermore, the NDUM is a higher learning 
education provider that aims to produce both Spartans and Athens in that, graduates are trained to be effective 
soldiers, and at the same time they are effective because of their military skills as well as their capabilities to 
think analytically and decisively.  
x Military pedagogy is used to build the personality of the future leaders of the MAF. As acutely suggested by 
Humboldt, personality is the key to ensure morally right officers. The attributes of the graduates of the NDUM 
are aimed at achieving this personality. Further, achieving a sensible personality allows officers to solve 
problems effectively. Moulding intellectual leaders of characters are no easy task due to the differences in 
educational and socio-economic backgrounds of the students. This is where the military orientation or Tunas 
Wira becomes crucial as a starting point to ‘eliminate’ differences in terms of ways of life and thinking.  
x Military pedagogy is about a balance mixture of two elements. First, a balance of civil and military exposure for 
the students to emulate. Although they are learning mainly for the purpose of serving the MAF, they are also part 
of society. They need to be given the experience as cadets and regular citizens. This can be obtained from the 
learning environment at the NDUM; the people around them including the academics and supporting staff and 
the rapport built between them and the academics and military instructors. Second, a balance of learning theories 
of behaviourism and constructivism that allows the graduates to develop as followers and eventually leaders. The 
use of conventional and digital methods to teaching too will also enable graduates to value their experience as 
students of the NDUM better. 
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4. Conclusion 
Is military pedagogy important? The author believes that it is important to enable a more systematic approach to 
educate future officers at the NDUM. Will military pedagogy be recognised as a new branch of pedagogy? 
Unfortunately, the answer to this is still ‘unknown.’ But given the discussions in this paper and more in the other 
nations, military pedagogy can and will continue to flourish as the world recognises the importance of military 
institutions. As the main source of providers for officers of the MAF, the NDUM takes the task of educating future 
leaders very seriously. This is exemplified in the gradual improvement of the teaching and learning process, 
including the syllabi, approaches and assessments. All these will be what are referred to as military pedagogy of 
Malaysia. What awaits next is the need for more scholars to further explore the potential of military pedagogy in this 
part of the region. Further, in order to relate the existence of the attributes of the NDUM’s graduates, some 
validation exercises must be conducted to examine how military pedagogy helps students to achieve the attributes 
aspired by the NDUM for all its graduates. 
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